This short statement, accompanying a full page drawing depicting prescription bottles and pills, encapsulates quite nicely a main theme of Taking Turns: Stories from HIV/AIDS Care Unit 371, a moving graphic medicine memoir from MK Czerwiec. The author uses colorful, simple drawings to recount her personal experiences as a nurse in an HIV/AIDS unit at Illinois Masonic Medical Center in Chicago during the mid-1990s. During the first two-thirds of her story, Czerwiec effectively describes the chaos and helplessness of that time, as experienced by people infected with the virus and healthcare providers. However, in 1996, highly active antiretroviral therapy (HAART) became the standard treatment in resourced locations, and people began living with HIV, not dying from AIDS. Hope had arrived. In the last third of the book, Czerwiec explores this dramatic change. She reflects on how this shift affected her, her patients, and her colleagues. She also chronicles the closing of Unit 371.
I assigned this book to undergraduate students in my upper-level HIV seminar. In this course, we typically read and discuss primary journal articles related to the virus and syndrome. Our discussions provide the students with a strong understanding of the underlying science. Like any health-related issue, though, HIV/AIDS is more than just the science. During our class discussion about Taking Turns, many of my students remarked that the book gave them a better appreciation for the human aspect of the pandemic. In a reflective essay assigned at the end of the semester, one student wrote, "I thought the book was really touching in that it addressed the emotions of those diagnosed with HIV… and those surrounding them." Taking Turns also provides students with a glimpse into the days before HAART and before phrases like "undetectable viral load" and "chronic, manageable disease" became commonplace. This disease history is useful and necessary for our students to learn. The same student, in fact, also wrote that reading the book reminded her that "the battle had been going on for so much longer than my tiny sphere of awareness encompassed."
Czerwiec, however, does much more than just provide younger readers with a history lesson. For example, she thoughtfully explores what it means to be a healthcare provider. Czerwiec also explores the role of boundaries between healthcare providers and their patients and the need for empathy. These topics, I believe, would resonate with and be useful to students interested in medical or allied health careers. Instructors can use the book as a way to begin these conversations. Finally, at the end of the book, Czerwiec explores another intriguing aspect of the HIV/ AIDS pandemic. What happens next? What happens when a plague ends? Certainly, HIV/AIDS remains a global health crisis, but the introduction of HAART dramatically changed everything. Instructors using this book in the classroom can explore this important topic, too. We can ask our students to consider the societal effects of scientific advancements.
When my students and I read Taking Turns, our discussion was wide-ranging and thought-provoking. We talked about the development of antiretroviral drugs. We talked about the role of healthcare providers. We talked about the need for empathy. The graphic novel format makes the book very accessible. Moreover, Czerwiec's personal stories are, at different times, funny and heartbreaking. The book could be assigned in a variety of courses, from introductory to upper-level. Regardless of the course, I'm sure that students who read this book will engage in thoughtful and important discussions about it.
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